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Research Question
My goal for my Honors Project is to assess how the photographic medium has
historically been used to document the American immigrant experience. Then, I hope to use my
own photo book to provide a different perspective. As the granddaughter of Hungarian
immigrants and refugees, I often reflect on my grandparents’ experiences and how they impacted
my own life. By researching both traditional and contemporary photographers whose work
focused on American immigrants, I can compare how these immigrants were presented through
different lenses. With my own photography, my intention is to provide an honest look into the
life of my immigrant family, while being truthful to the complexities of the American immigrant
experience.
Methodology: Project Overview
To achieve these goals, I created a photobook using my own photography, old family
photos, and scans of notes and keepsakes from my grandparents. The intention of this book is to
serve as a response to the ways American immigrants were traditionally photographed. It also
serves as a reflection of my own experiences as a third-generation American. The second
component of my project is a brief timeline of the events in Hungary that led to my grandparents
coming to America. This provides the viewer further context into Hungarian history and culture,
as well as what my grandparents experienced. I've also included examples of how Hungarian
immigrants have previously been photographed.
Methodology: Justification
My project is part of an effort to preserve family history and culture to future generations.
My photobook serves as a physical reminder of the past, but through my own storytelling it also
serves as an intimate look into my family’s life. I included personal notes and keepsakes into my

photographs to emphasize the first-person experiences at the center of my work, which contrasts
with the way immigrants were previously photographed. These details include family member’s
handwriting, my grandmother’s recipes, and the Hungarian language. In “Virtual Communities
of Intimacy: Photography and Immigration” by Rob Kroes it states, “Words were meant to add
focus and detail to the photographic image, yet they could only function within the wider
unspoken context of established relations of kinship or friendship. Outsiders, strangers to such
intimate relationships, could never hope to get the full message.” In my photo book, the scans
convey a strong sense of intimacy to the viewer to help give context to these relationships.
I chose to use this medium because photography has been used for decades to share the
experiences of immigrants with the American public. During the early 20th century, countless
immigrants entered the country through Ellis Island, and photographs from this time are often
viewed as iconic representations of the American ideals: freedom, opportunity, and prosperity.
While used to influence public opinion, these photographs were often inaccurate representations
For example, Augustus Sherman’s photographs tend to focus on the Americanization of the
immigrants, capturing them in proximity to flags and wearing standard American clothes. This
depicts them in a way that separates them from their native culture. According to author Klara
Szlezák:“The vast majority are portraits of immigrants, most of whom are clad in their best
clothing and identified by Sherman not as individuals but as representatives of their homeland.”
In contrast, Lewis Hine photographed countless Ellis Island immigrants during the early
1900's with the goal of depicting them as individuals rather than a collective. According to Let
Me Get There by Louis Takás, "Hine’s work was not a depiction of the stereotype of ‘the
immigrant’ but rather of the plurality of immigrants, granting each of the subjects’ individuality
in a unique scenery and situation, thereby suppressing established notions of the immigrants’

inferiority." While both of these photographers were influential to the history of photography,
their work did not depict the complexities of their subjects' identities. With my own
photography, my intention was to give my own immigrant family more agency and depict them
in ways these
Methodology: Interdisciplinarity
I approached this project with two focuses: the photographic medium and history. My
main method for exploring my question was researching the traditional and contemporary
photographic depictions of the American immigrant experience. By critically analyzing how
photography was used in the past, I can not only better understand which photographic
techniques are successful, but also how I can make my own photographs distinct from what’s
already been done.
Conclusions
After looking at previous depictions of American immigrants, I saw only a fraction of
their experiences were being shared. Most of the photos depict immigrants as they are either
fleeing their homelands or entering America. There is rarely a focus on the years after
immigrating, the language barriers, assimilating into a new culture, and the traditions passed
down through generations. With my photobook, I wanted to bridge this gap and capture these
experiences more fully. These concepts are integrated throughout my photographs and provide
further insight into the Hungarian culture specifically.
By creating this photobook, I feel even more connected to my Hungarian culture. This
process has helped me to better understand my own identity, while also allowing me to express
my feelings on family and history. It was an emotional process, but one that pushed me to
represent my family and other immigrants faithfully.

Project Strengths
I think a strength of my project is the intention I put into it, as every creative choice was
given a lot of thought. I crafted the sequence of the photographs very carefully with the goal of
creating a continuous narrative. Each pair of images supports each other and leads the viewer to
the next. Matte paper is used instead of a glossy finish, which reflects the sense of permanence I
want my images to have. The cover features small pieces of embroidery, which is an important
part of Hungarian culture and uses their national colors. I feel I achieved my goal of depicting a
more intimate look into the life of American immigrants that allows them to be seen not just as
stereotypes but as complex individuals.
Project Limitations
In terms of my project, the familial details I include cannot fully make sense to the viewer, since
only I clearly know the context and importance of each one. It is my intention that my
photographs still convey intimacy and a look into my family's life without me having to explain
every piece. As with all art, the perception differs based on the viewer. Therefore, I cannot fully
know if my audience interprets my work in the way I intend them to. Because I want my
photographs to depict the American experience in a new way, I only included a few images from
other photographers in the historical insert. My goal is that this section is not too brief, and that it
provides enough context for the viewer to see how my own perspectives compares.
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